NATIONAL SPECIFICATION WEBSITE PROJECT

OVERVIEW

The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), in conjunction with the Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO), is developing a National Specification Website.  This important initiative has several objectives.  It will provide state-of-the-art methods to electronically access and search specifications from National Transportation Agencies (NTA) comprising at a minimum 50 state departments of transportation, AASHTO guide specifications, the District of Columbia, the Territory of Puerto Rico, and many highway-related organizations.  It will make accessible the most current approved standard specifications and supplements, and will also make available emerging specifications in areas of quality assurance, performance-related specifications, and other innovative practices.

The website will also provide links to other specification-related websites and the National Highway Institute’s (NHI) materials with application to the database.  It is envisioned that it will serve as a clearing house and electronic library where users can search, review, cross-reference, and download the most current specifications, training materials, and other specification-related documents.  It will also provide web-based discussion forums for QA and PRS specifications.

The first Phase includes preliminary fact-finding research and the development of a pilot website.  The research assessed current practices concerning the development and maintenance of electronic specifications and related documents to determine the best overall design for the website.

The answers to our fact finding research confirmed that there is significant variability in how individual NTAs format, access, and maintain their standard specifications, supplements, special provisions, and related documents.  However, the data clearly indicated that most, if not all, NTAs maintain their specifications on line now or will do so in the near future.  Among the different formats used, MS Word is the most common software used for specification development; and Adobe Portable Document Format (PDF) is the format most widely used on the web for viewing read-only files, storing, downloading, and printing.  

The next step in Phase 1 the project now underway is to develop the pilot website based on the conceptual design presented in the Website Development Report.  The pilot website will be a logically organized and searchable compilation of NTA specifications for seven NTAs.

Although this represents less than ten percent of the fully developed library’s contents, the majority of the development of the library user-interface, the organizational structure of the library, and the search engine will be completed in this phase of the project.  The design of the search engine is a key feature.  FHWA will then be able to evaluate the major features of the Specifications Library, before deciding whether or not to proceed with Phases 2 and 3 of the project.

The documents will be organized by NTA and by major category.  Therefore, users will be able to select specifications from a single NTA, or from a particular topic across all NTAs.  This organizational structure will facilitate a wide variety of research needs.  Users will often want to obtain a list of specifications that cover a general topic.  This is usually difficult to do with an unrefined text search, because many specifications are not principally concerned with a particular topic, although that topic may be mentioned within the text.

For example, a user that is updating an NTA concrete paving specification may want to execute a search that will return the documents corresponding to the AASHTO Guide Specification’s Section 501, but not every document within Division 500.  A search for the text string “concrete pavement” may return many documents that are not principally concerned with concrete paving, although they contain these words in the text.  The solution to this problem will be the design of the organizational structure of the Pilot Website and the use of a refined search engine.  Users will be able to search the entire library.  Also, they will be able to search a specified subset of specifications.  For example, users will be able to limit a search to specifications related to AASHTO Division 500 or a subset of specifications within Division 500.  By allowing users to select from a list of topics and sub-topics, the website design will facilitate a wide variety of search types, including very general searches and very specific searches.

It is currently anticipated that dividing the specifications into one file for each major section will allow a user to efficiently search, download, and print information.  The individual sections will all be accessible through a table of contents.

STATUS

Website Development Report.  In our last update meeting, we presented the draft report summarizing the results of our fact-finding survey and a conceptual design for the pilot web site.  Based on our discussions at the meeting, we finalized the development report, and developed a decision matrix and selected seven NTAs to participate in the pilot website. 

Pilot Website. The development of the pilot website is underway.  The pilot NTAs have agreed to participate and have submitted specifications.  These specifications have been divided into subfiles and integrated into the pilot website.

50% Website Review Meeting.  A review meeting has been scheduled for April 2, 2002.  At this meeting we will demonstrate the pilot website features, and present a framework for implementing submission standards and beta testing procedures for further discussion among the attendees.
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